The Downfall of Oates
falsehoods and exaggerations, had nevertheless allowed his
Privy Council to accept Oates's evidence and had permitted
the prosecutions to take place. Doubtless the King had
been satisfied that in many of the trials, as in Coleman's
case, for instance, substantial justice had been done. In
any case it would have looked ill if Charles had turned upon
the witness of the Crown whom he had encouraged.
Oates never altered his attitude towards the Catholics
and their conspiracies, and the consistency or obstinacy of
his faith remained with him always. Although he had been
stripped of both his retinue and his pension, he still went
about the City prophesying woe and calling the Duke of
York a traitor, and on May loth, 1684, he was arrested at
the Amsterdam Coffee House, in an action of scandalum
magnatum, at the instance of the Duke of York himself.
This was a shrewd move of the Duke's lawyers, and
perhaps proceeded from the clever brain of Jeffreys him-
self when he was the Duke's attorney-general. This ancient
law of scandalum magnatum made any words spoken of
prelates, dukes, earls and other nobles actionable, and the
defendant was not allowed to justify his statements, let
them be ever so true, since the King was concerned in such,
actions. Nevertheless he might, if he could, explain them
away or extenuate their meaning. The law was of respect-
able antiquity, founded on a statute of Edward I. brought
up to date by Elizabeth. It was repealed in 1887, but
we clung to it until then in deference to our conservative
maxim nolumus leges Anglite mutari*
Oates's case was only one of many by which the Duke
of York endeavoured to terrorize and silence his critics.
All governments have loved these methods of stifling dis-
cussion and public knowledge of what is going on in public
departments. We have our Official Secrets Act and other
bureaucratic oubliettes to-day, which would be readily used
against citizens but for the watchfulness of our judges
and. the press. But the Duke of York had Jeffreys in Ms
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